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Introduction
For more than one hundred years Tsuda University, and its earlier 
forms stretching back to the original Joshi Eigaku Juku, has aimed to 
promote the participation of strong, independent-minded women in 
both Japanese and international society.  Its liberal, international world-
view has always ensured that English skills have been a central part of 
its curriculum, however, as Japan’s political and business spheres have 
gradually became more open, at least potentially, to the participation of 
women at the highest levels, the need has become increasingly evident 
for young, female students to develop strong leadership skills. 
However, in 2020 only 8% of Japanese companies have female leaders 
(Nippon, 2020), and only 10% of the members of the lower house of 
parliament are female (McCurry, 2020).  That Japan has yet to reach 
anything close to gender parity in these areas, ranking 121st of 153 
countries in terms of gender equality, only shows that the need for pro-
active leadership among young women is more pressing that ever.
In 2019 Tsuda University began a three-year Branding Project 
through the support of Japan’s Ministry of Education and, as part of this 
initiative, a program was developed that aimed to foster the growth of 
leadership skills within the student body.  Supervision of the program 
was assigned to members of the university faculty responsible for 
English language education under the rationale that like English, lead-
ership also fit broadly within the field of ‘communication skills’.  After 
initial brainstorming it was decided to form the program around three 
main elements: a leadership ‘bootcamp’ to provide fundamental 
instruction in leadership skills, a series of guest lectures by speakers 
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who would act as role models for students, and the creation of a number 
of student-led initiatives that would offer students the opportunity to 
create their own organisational structures from the ground up.  For the 
purposes of research, the latter element would be the primary focus. 
The key aims of the program would be two-fold, firstly, to provide 
opportunities for students to develop leaderships skills, and secondly, to 
create an opportunity to study how students responded to such opportu-
nities and use the data generated as a means of improving the overall 
process.
research Questions
In relation to the second element, there were several underlying 
questions which the program sought to answer:
(i) What proportion of students were interested in pursuing leader-
ship roles?
(ii) Among these students, what responsibilities would they be will-
ing to accept in return for such positions?
(iii) When faced with leadership challenges, what would be the big-
gest problems that students face?
(iv) Would they be able to adjust their patterns of behaviour in a way 
that let them overcome such problems?
By examining these areas it was hoped that the program would act not 
only as a ‘leadership program’ but also as a window into how students 
themselves approach such programs.
Literature review
It is important to recognise that this type of program is not simply 
about attempting to make students become future leaders, though this 
would certainly be welcome.  By participating in leadership activities 
students have been found to perform better academically and develop 
higher self-confidence (Anderson and Lu. 2017).  Additionally, they 
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have been shown to have grown in measured traits reflecting civic 
responsibility, multicultural awareness, understanding of leadership 
theories, and personal and societal values (Cress et al, 2001).  Of 
course, there has been a lot of research done on the subject of student 
leadership with a wide variety of skills that can be developed and tech-
niques available to do so (Parlarl et al, 2017).  As such, it is important 
to clarify precisely what objectives are being sought and the reasons for 
following the patterns the program has established.
There is a strong benefit in carrying out elements of the program 
in English as the role of dialogue is a crucial element of leadership 
(Nagda, 2019), and the specific students participating in the program 
also partake in separate series of three-year discussion and communica-
tion skills courses taught entirely through English.  The latter courses 
also place strong emphasis on the development of emotional intelli-
gence, another factor with strong leadership correlates (Haber et al, 
2012).  Additional elements of these courses seek to highlight students 
understanding of leadership traits such as empathic listening (Petersen, 
2019) and empathic leadership (Rasmussen, 2019).  Altogether, the stu-
dent’s exposure to factors of leadership through their English-language 
courses make the use of this language a natural fit to encourage their 
application of those factors within the program.
Multiple studies have shown that students can boost their leader-
ship through participation in extra-curricular activities (Abruzzo et al, 
2016), with student’s innate skills further honed through supporting 
platforms for peer interaction and maintaining the organisational pat-
terns required to sustain long-term programs (Pappano, 2012). 
However, it can be counter-productive to preemptively establish pro-
grams which the students could then join to act as leaders, as it has been 
shown that students who engage in self-directed learning also develop 
their self-leadership skills at the same time.  In other words,  it is 
important for students to become leaders through their own initiative 
and direct effort (Eckton and Palfreyman, 2017), rather than have those 
roles gifted to them.  They need to be able to develop their own ideas, 
plan, recruit, organise and execute their agendas.  It is the process of 
experiencing, and overcoming, these varied challenges that brings 
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about the need for the development of leadership skills, i.e. it is an 
experiential rather than instructional process, to become leaders, stu-
dents must lead (Aller et al, 2017).
This first stage of developing their own group structures high-
lights a further crucial element of leadership, the use of imagination 
(Curtis and Cerni, 2015).  By brainstorming ideas among their peers 
and developing a unique plan, students are able to set their own distinct 
mark upon a project from its very first stages.  An affinity for creativity 
and innovation, that is the ability to be a self-starter and introduce new 
ways of approaching established problems or issues, is a strong sign of 
broader leadership potential (Middlebrooks, 2015), and can be taken as 
a sign that such students have fundamental potential that is worth 
investing the time and effort to develop.
methodology
The program bases its approach on models that have seen suc-
cessful outcomes (Stephen and Hine, 2014), with data from the activi-
ties gathered through a mixture of one-on-one interviews, focus group 
interviews, surveys, field notes, and researcher reflective journaling.  It 
takes a longitudinal approach through observing the progress of the stu-
dent participants over the course of a one-and-a-half-year period.  Even 
in one year durations such longitudinal studies have shown an ability to 
identify changes in students’ leadership ability (Chesnut and Tran-
Johnson, 2013).  In the first year of the program this data acquisition 
primarily focused on the first two forms of individual and group feed-
back from students, gathered on a monthly basis with the expectation 
that this would permit revision of the structure of the program at six-
month intervals based upon assessment of the degree of success in vari-
ous areas.  At the end of the initial period, the other data formats were 
incorporated to draft this more comprehensive assessment of progress.
The initial participants in the program were selected from a single 
department with roughly 350 undergraduates.  This represented the 
first, second and third years of the department, which, being only three 
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years old, had no fourth year students at that time.  The intention was to 
begin activities on a small scale and, based upon the level of success of 
the program, potentially expand the activities to other departments in 
the future.  The participants varied in number and method of selection 
for each element of the program as outlined below.
Leadership Bootcamp
The Bootcamp element of the program consisted of an intensive 
three-day series of lectures, 18 hours in total, that focused on small 
group organisational and problem-solving activities.  Participation was 
limited to 30 students admitted on a first-come basis of application. 
The participants were joined by a small number of foreign exchange 
students, with one of the foreign students joining a sub-group of 5-6 
Tsuda students.  Problem-solving skills, specifically the process of 
identifying and analysing causes, then suggesting and implementing 
solutions are key elements of leadership (Karnes and Stephens, 1999), 
and the Bootcamp provided both structured lessons in how to approach 
such challenges as well as opportunities to engage in guided, problem-
solving activities.
guest lectures
It is also vital for student’s to acquire a conceptual understanding 
of leadership (Bisland, 2004), especially in formats that provide contex-
tual examples from different models or paths of leadership (Fertman 
and Van Linden, 1999).  One way this can be achieved is through the 
acquisition of knowledge about leaders themselves (Anyon et al, 2007). 
This was the purpose of the guest lecture through which students could 
hear from and interact with female leaders who offered their unique 
perspectives regarding the challenges the students were likely to face as 
young women in the Japanese workforce.  The departmental student 
body as a whole participated in these lectures.
student-led activities
Participation in extracurricular activities has long been known to 
have a positive impact on leadership skills in a variety of ways (Kuh et 
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al, 2000), and studies have found that ensuring at least two hours of 
out-of-class activity can provide strong psychological changes in stu-
dent’s perspectives (Foreman and Retallick, 2012).  However, it is 
important to create realistic and appropriately challenging opportunities 
for the acquisition of such skills (Kahn et al, 2009).  The simple act of 
participation is a low bar to set and the type of activity and the style of 
leadership involved is a fundamentally important element that must be 
carefully considered.  The basis of the program’s student-led activities 
is the concept of ‘transformational leadership’, which focuses on intrin-
sic goals and the development of a personal vision which will be exe-
cuted by a dedicated team (Bass and Riggio, 2016).
The initial selection of students was by open invitation, of 350 
total students, 53 elected to  participate in the Student-led Activities. 
These students were given initial advice on how they could form groups 
and examples of the type of group that could be formed.  They received 
brief but firm guidelines that their groups should: (a) provide opportu-
nities for students to create, organise and implement a plan of their own 
conception, (b) provide some form of benefit to society or groups out-
side of themselves, (c) be carried out in a manner that would provide a 
positive boost to the image and reputation of the university.  They were 
also told that limited funding would be available to support appropriate 
activities.  Following this, students were left to carry out organisation 
and development on their own initiative, with regular checks to monitor 
progress and provide further advice and indirect support.
results
During the course of the programs, first year assessments were 
conducted and the feedback used to provide revisions to the programs 
components, either as an ongoing process, in the case of the student-led 
activities, or as adjustments that might be made to future iterations of 
either the bootcamp or guest lectures.
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Bootcamp
Following the Bootcamp’s completion student’s were given a sur-
vey to elicit their thoughts on the strengths and weaknesses of the 
event.  Some of the key findings were:
(1) When asked if the event was sufficiently long, 33% felt it was too 
short, while 66% felt it was sufficient to accomplish its goals.
(2) When asked if they were satisfied overall with how the event met 
their expectations, 78% had a very high level of satisfaction, 7% a 
high level of satisfaction, 7% moderate satisfaction, 7% low satis-
faction, and none had a very low level of satisfaction.The primary 
reasons for lower levels of satisfaction were that the program had 
“been too active”, and that they had not had enough opportunity 
to interact with the foreign participants.
(3) When asked if the event had altered their basic understanding of 
what it meant to be a leader, 93% said it had produced a strong 
change, while the remainder said it had produced only a small 
change.  In the latter group the reason given for this was that 
these students had already studied about key leadership principles 
as part of the third year of courses in our communication skills 
program.
Additional comments from students and follow-up interviews 
gave more precise feedback on the value of the program and clarified 
that the two main student recommendations were to have a higher ratio 
of foreign students to Japanese students, and to increase the length of 
the program.  Both of these requests were accommodated in the revised 
plans for the following year’s bootcamp.
guest Lectures
So far we have invited two women to speak with the full student 
body of the department in question.  The first was Kathy Matsui, the 
Vice Chair and Chief Japan Strategist for Goldman Sachs, and the sec-
ond was Mihoko Kumamoto, Director of the UNITAR (United Nations 
Institute for Training and Research) Prosperity Division.  Both of these 
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guests shared detailed accounts of their career path and the difficulties 
they faced developing those careers.  They also shared advice with stu-
dents on how to better develop themselves, both professionally and per-
sonally.  Finally, they answered a wide variety of questions directly 
from the students in Q&A sessions that followed each lecture.
Feedback on the lectures was evaluated through student inter-
views, both individual and group, and the consensus was that both 
events had been very valuable for the students in providing practical 
examples of how women in similar situations to their own had managed 
to establish high level careers in specialised and prestigious fields.  In 
relation to specific impact on students, several stated that they had 
developed a clearer understanding of what goals they would need to 
reach post-graduation, and the steps that they would need to take while 
still students in order to achieve those targets.  The only request in 
terms of improving the experience was to increase the number of speak-
ers.  Unfortunately, the limitations of the program, in terms of both 
budget and scheduling, make it difficult to expand beyond the current 
goal of two to three speakers per year.  In order to accommodate such 
requests in the future it is advised that curriculums be designed that set 
aside a time period during which the entire student body would be free 
to attend such events without compromising their course attendance.
student-led activities
The first point that became clear in the recruitment of students for 
this part of the program was that lack of participation could not be 
taken as a measure of disinterest by other students for leadership skill 
development.  Many students with strong leadership ability were 
already active in several areas, whether student clubs, committees, or 
other extra-curricular activities, and several expressed an interest in the 
program but a lack of the free time that would be necessary to partici-
pate.  This gap was quite clear between the students’ years with third 
year students far more likely to be previously committed to other activi-
ties.  The implication being that it is important to offer students access 
to leadership development from their first year if they are to receive 
opportunities to develop initiatives of their own before other activities 
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limit the time they have available to do so.
The initial group of 53 members broke into a number of specific 
classes based upon the extent of their proactive involvement: 30 took 
more passive roles as general group members without specific responsi-
bilities, 15 took organisational support roles in which they would fulfil 
specific duties within their group, 8 elected to take key leadership roles, 
as heads or co-heads, of their own groups.  Finally, 5 of those in the last 
group were the actual creators of the groups, i.e. they put forward the 
initial proposal for the group’s identity and purpose.
From the initial period of brainstorming five separate groups were 
formed by the students, namely:
(a) A model united nations group, which would prepare for and 
participate in a variety of Model UN activities.
(b) A student outreach group, which would establish contact with 
a variety of NGOs and carry out research to try to find ways that 
the students, or Tsuda University, could help them in their activi-
ties.
(c) A student entrepreneurs group, which aimed to provide sup-
port and training for students to develop practical business ideas. 
One of their key goals was participation in the annual HULT 
Prize, an international contest for young entrepreneurs.
(d) A Young Leaders group, who aimed to establish a speech and 
essay contest for high school students that would focus on the 
topic of young female leaders.
(e) A student support group, that would provide events and activi-
ties which would allow students to form better interpersonal con-
nections and, by gathering information and making contact with a 
variety of off-campus organisations, offer a support network for 
any students with special emotional or psychological needs.
Each of these groups began by brainstorming their underlying 
purpose, setting specific targets and generating a rough estimate of 
when and how they would engage in activities.  These plans were com-
piled and submitted as a proposal document for each group which had 
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to be reviewed and approved before the group’s status became official.
Throughout the year the groups experienced significant reduction 
in numbers (22 of 53, or 42%) for a variety of reasons.  The majority of 
students who dropped out (72%) gave their reason as being an excess of 
other work, primarily schoolwork, but in some cases also part-time jobs 
or club activities, which prevented them from having enough time to 
devote to their group.  Of the remainder, 18% stated that the activities 
were more challenging than they had expected, while 10% stated that 
they had insufficient interest in their group’s topic of focus.
The type of student which dropped out was also illuminating.  15 
students (68%) were general group members, 5 students (22%) were 
from the support members, 2 students (9%) were leaders, and only one 
of these (4.5%) was a group founder.  This suggests that even from the 
very beginning of such programs it will be broadly possible to identify 
the students most likely to persevere and that initial levels of proactive 
engagement are a reasonably reliable, though not infallible, gauge of 
long-term engagement.  There is a question of whether this engagement 
is a result of the student’s own character or of whether it is influenced 
more by a sense of responsibility inherent in taking on a role as a cen-
tral organiser.  This will make a suitable point of exploration in follow-
up research.
Further feedback was gathered through both one to one and focus 
group interviews on the specific difficulties the teams had in reaching 
their goals.  Some common findings from this were:
•	 They	had	set	initial	expectations	too	high	and	did	not	have	a	realis-
tic understanding of the work that would be required.
•	 They	had	a	poor	understanding	of	the	importance	of	communication	
and keeping people well-informed of requirements and targets.
•	 They	had	a	weak	ability	to	set	and	meet	deadlines.
•	 They	 spent	 too	much	of	 their	 time	on	discussion	 and	 too	 little	 on	
execution.
Additionally, when leaders and organisers were asked why their 
groups had failed to meet targets, the most common response was that 
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there was a lack of proper burden-sharing and too often the lion’s share 
would end up being left to just one or two people.
Based upon the feedback from the students it was determined that 
the benefits of the program would be enhanced by revising the process 
used to allow for two key enhancements.  The first of these was to pro-
vide greater structuring for students.  There was a general consensus 
among both students and supervising instructors that their initial aims 
and ambitions were unrealistic in that they failed to accurately assess 
the amount of time and effort that would be required for specific tasks. 
To address this, this revisions involved spending time explaining in 
greater detail the challenges students would face in establishing their 
own group, as well as the importance of regular and clear communica-
tion, the importance of establishing a detailed timeline for key target 
objectives, and the setting and meeting of deadlines.
The second enhancement was to allow for a period of restructur-
ing.  Given that some dropouts over time were a near certain inevitabili-
ty, and that the initial burden of work seemed to shift to fall over-heavi-
ly on the most active students, it was determined that a period of reas-
sessment of roles and duties would be beneficial.  During this period 
groups were asked to revise their initial proposal and resubmit it.  This 
allowed for groups to offer students who were not fully committed a 
chance to drop out gracefully, gave the key organisers a clearer idea of 
which members could be relied upon to carry out tasks and thus more 
evenly distribute responsibilities within the group, and it allowed them 
to revise their initial targets and timelines to take into account a clearer 
understanding of the challenges they faced.  The latter is something that 
only occurs after students begin their actual organisational activities 
and is, therefore, impossible to do at initial outset.  The 19th century 
German field marshal Moltke the Elder once declared that, “No plan of 
operations survives its first contact with the enemy”, and this is a good 
example of how this maxim requires group leaders to revise their plans 
‘on the go’ and, through this, provides them with valuable experiential 
learning.
The initial process consisted of four main stages: (1) recruitment, 
(2) brainstorming, (3) planning, (4) activities.  In contrast, the revised 
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process added two new stages and doubled an existing stage for a total 
of seven stages: (1) recruitment, (2) brainstorming, (3) structuring, (4) 
planning, (5) restructuring, (6) planning, (7) activities.  The groups 
which successfully passed through this second stage were markedly 
more cohesive and well-organised than they had been during their ini-
tial period of activity.
After one year of activity, the status of the various groups was as 
follows:
(a) model united nations group: still active and continuing its 
activities with plans to partake in events in 2020.
(b) student outreach group: still continuing activities and carrying 
out research on NGOS.
(c) student entrepreneurs group: although it carried out its initial 
activities and took part in the 2019 HULT events the group went 
on hiatus after its original creator left due to academic commit-
ments.
(d) Young Leaders group: this group ceased its activities in 2019 
due to a combination of academic commitments and a lack of 
motivation among members for its original goals.
(e) student support group: this group is still continuing activities, 
however, they asked to shift their group from being a part of the 
official leadership program, to being a more informal student club 
activity as they felt this better suited the role of the group and 
would reduce the pressure on its members to follow the reporting 
guidelines required by the leadership program.
(f) student career support group: this new group formed at the 
end of the first year and set their goals as being to provide peer-
to-peer support for students engaged in job-hunting activities.
(g) student Public relations group: at the outset of the second 
year, a further group also announced its intention to form with the 
target of providing support for other student groups in the area of 
public relations, i.e.  using print, audio-visual and social media 
formats to raise awareness of student groups and their activities. 
This groups activities, however, were so far prevented from 
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developing du to the impact of Covid-19.
From the beginning of 2020 the outbreak of the Covid-19 pan-
demic had a significant effect on students’ general academic activities 
and their participation in the leadership groups.  Some groups have had 
to curtail their planned activities as a result, while others have managed 
to shift to an online format and continue to engage in regular meetings 
and activities.  As a result, while the dramatic events of 2020 presented 
additional, new challenges to the students, in some cases they also 
offered opportunities to show how effective leadership can rise to such 
challenges and overcome them.
Key Findings
All findings are, of course, specific to this particular set of condi-
tions but they provide a strong base for future comparison with similar 
projects to see if the patterns hold true.
•	 In	projects	where	 students	 are	given	direct	 control	 over	 the	direc-
tion and organisation of activities, a high level of drop-out should 
be expected as a result of various pressures that students will initial-
ly fail to take into account.
•	 The	most	 common	causes	of	 dropping-out	 are,	 in	order,	 a	 lack	of	
available time, the difficulty caused by unexpected challenges, a 
decline in initial levels of motivation.
•	 Initial	degree	of	participation	and	desire	to	take	leadership	roles	is	a	
relatively reliable predictor of long-term perseverance,
•	 Students	 benefit	 significantly	 from	a	period	of	 guidance	 that	 out-
lines the challenges they are likely to face, highlights the impor-
tance of clear communication and deadlines, and encourages them 
to reappraise their initial goals to ensure they are realistic and 
achievable.
•	 When	 structuring	 such	programs	 it	 is	 advisable	 to	 include,	 some	
time after initial activities have begun, a period for ‘restructuring’ 
of student groups to allow them to formally revise their purpose and 
targets, address any imbalance in workloads, and allow for changes 
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in membership and leadership roles.
One area which might be expanded upon in future research is to 
consider whether the dominant factor in student leadership roles corre-
lating to level of perseverance is the student’s own personality or the 
expectations and responsibilities tied to the chosen role, i.e. does the 
leader choose the role, or does the role make the leader?  Asking future 
participants, prior to engaging in group activities, to submit to tests that 
measure specific personality traits, might help determine where this 
divide lies.
conclusion
The leadership program has been successful in providing students 
with alternative, out-of-class, opportunities to increase their exposure to 
leadership training and find opportunities to put their skills and knowl-
edge to practical use.  Both the leadership bootcamp and guest lectures 
generated strong positive feedback that spoke to their tangible benefits 
but also allowed for revisions to be made to heighten student experienc-
es in future iterations.
The student-led activities are of a different nature, in that they are 
an ongoing study of the process of leadership itself.  As such, while 
they provide experiential learning opportunities for the students, they 
also offer fertile ground for research into how students themselves 
approach leadership opportunities and the factors that influence their 
success or failure.  It is hoped that, despite the impact of Covid-19 on 
students’ academic and extra-curricular activities, it will be possible to 
continue to use these activities for further study but already they have 
given a good insight into some of the key problems faced by students 
when attempting to organise long-term activities.
Perhaps the most significant is the degree to which students over-
estimate their capabilities and/or underestimate the difficulty and time-
requirements of the challenges they will face.  This is a perfect example 
of the kind of learning students usually only acquire post-graduation, 
when they are embarking on their careers and learning from mistakes 
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they would otherwise make in a professional setting.  This form of stu-
dent-led activity gives them the freedom to make such mistakes and 
learn from them in a much more forgiving environment, one in which 
they can receive immediate feedback on what led to their mistakes and 
guidance on how to overcome them in the future.  Expanding opportu-
nities for students to gain such experiences should be a priority for any 
program hoping to foster leadership ability.
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